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On the evening of March 9, the Honduran military shot down a C-47 plane which had reportedly
violated Honduran air space. Late March 11, military sources said the plane crashed less than 10 km.
from the Salvadoran border in Lempira province, located west of Tegucigalpa. The pilot had been
identified as US citizen Joseph Bernard Mason. Mason was accompanied by two others persons who
have yet to be identified since their remains were scattered over a large area. Next, the plane was
said to have departed from Colombia, and entered Honduran air space from Nicaragua. According
to the military commission investigating the incident, the plane's destination was unknown.
Although no cargo of any kind had been found in the wreckage, the Honduran government
suspected the cargo to have been drugs. "[I]t is believed the cargo was thrown out by the crew"
before the crash. The plane was shot down by Honduran soldiers after the crew refused to identify
itself. In addition, after being requested to land at a nearby airstrip, the aircraft made no moves
in the required direction. The plane was totally demolished, resulting from impact break-up and
the subsequent fire explosion. The plane carried both US and Colombian registration. Honduran
military spokespersons said the US registration number 4,454 appeared on the aircraft's exterior,
while investigators discovered the Colombian registration, HK-313, inside the plane. Two pilots
licenses, US and Panamanian, were found on Mason's body. The dead pilot had been suspected
as a drug runner since 1978 and had been fined $20,000 in Bimini in January, 1983 for possession of
1,500 pounds of marijuana. The plane had been sold by All American Aviation of Miami to Glenn
Rolfe of Alicetown, Bimini, in October, 1986. The military sources indicated that the plane was on
a course similar to that of a plane operated by two Colombians which was captured three months
ago on the Honduran Atlantic coast. The plane was carrying a cargo of pure cocaine valued at $500
million. The US Embassy in Tegucigalpa refused to comment on the incident. Drug enforcement
officials in Washington said the plane had almost certainly been operated by drug smugglers. British
news agency REUTERS reported that Nicaraguan President Daniel Ortega had asserted the plane
had been dropping supplies to the contras in Nicaraguan territory. Ortega was quoted as saying
that Nicaraguan antiaircraft gunners shot at the plane: "It is possible that we damaged the plane
and that it then had communications problems and could not communicate with the Honduran Air
Force and that was what provoked the attack." Juan Luis Munoz, chief of the air navigation office
in Guatemala said that a plane with the identification number reported by the Honduran military
had left Guatemala City on Monday with a flight plan for El Estor, 100 miles to the northeast. The
official said the pilot reported about an hour later that he had the airport at El Estor in sight, but
that he had no information about what happened later. On March 10, the Nicaraguan government's
international radio station, VOZ DE NICARAGUA, broadcast a message indicating that Sandinista
military sources had refuted a Honduran story that the C-47 plane was Nicaraguan. According to
the VOZ, the Nicaraguan armed forces do not possess this type of aircraft. Somewhat later, RADIO
SANDINO, a government-run domestic station, reiterated the military denial, and pointed out
that C-47 planes (manufactured during WWII), had been used by the contras in supply operations,
and in attacks against Sandinista troops. Moreover, RADIO SANDINO reported that Sandinista
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artillery had downed C-47's more than once in the past four years. (Basic data from several reports
by REUTERS, AP, UPI, RADIO SANDINO, VOZ DE NICARAGUA, NEW YORK TIMES)
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